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The Teenage Ambassadors:
The cultural impact of institutionally and
privately organized exchanges of students,
young farmers and youth in general between
Denmark and the United States since the end of
WWII.
by Karsten Kjer Michaelsen
Introduction

The little more than 300.000 Danes who emigrated to America
between 1870 and World War II created a solid foundation for the
cultural exchange between the United States and Denmark in many
different ways. This exchange takes place on a family level as well as
in a professionally managed way via a number of organizations
which arrange longer visits in private homes for students, young
farmers, and youth in general within the two countries. This paper
deals with this aspect of the Danish-American cultural exchange in
order to see how and to what extend the exchange students and
other young people become what one could call teenage
ambassadors. How many organizations are involved in this work?
Who are they? What is their background? How were they started?
How many persons have been exchanged over the years? How
many of them take up permanent residence? What are the future
perspectives?
The word "teenager" was not introduced in Denmark before the
early 1950s. It came into the Danish language in several ways-one
of them being through fashion shows in Copenhagen dealing with
the latest trends in teenage fashion. Teenager battled with "teenster"
to become the "danish" word for a whole new group in society- the
final battle was won with the admission of teenager in the official
dictionary of the Danish language in 1955. Up until then and into the
early 1960s a T-shirt was a "t-skjorte" -to mention just one example
of translations one could find in Danish editions of American novels;
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despite exchange students and other interrelations between the U.S.
and Denmark the word T-shirt did not become Danish until 1979. So
teenagers like myself in 1974 left Denmark wearing a
"undertrnjebluse" -an "underwear blouse"-and returned home one
year later wearing a T-shirt.
The Agricultural Angle
The exchange of young people-not surprisingly mostly malessince the 1950s has taken place at three levels. First of all there is the
private initiative with no relation to official organizations and
commercial companies. Here the numbers are slowly but surely
decreasing due to structural developments within Danish
agriculture as it changes from many small farms to a few large
factory-like operations.1 Hog-farms require the ownership of a lot of
land to get rid of the manure from 25 million hogs (and this is in a
country with five million people!). The declining number of farms
results in fewer potential young farmers interested in seeking
inspiration and education from a stay in the U.S. or Canada. Today
there is only a limited tradition-if any at all-to follow in dad's
footsteps if he in his younger days went on a longer stay on a farm
in Iowa. Also the trend in Denmark is that farming attracts more and
more young people with a city background-and an increasing
number are females. They choose the trade because they like to work
with animals. None of them have a dream of running a 30 foot
combine day after day in the endless Midwestern wheat fields as
was the case for young farmers 30 or 40 years ago when horses, the
little grey Ferguson and reaper-binder were still a common sight on
Danish farms.
Secondly, there is the 4H/IFYE-International 4H Youth
Exchange: It is a well known organization but the amount of young
farm related people exchanged is small-only about six to ten persons
every year. The special thing about the 4H exchange is that it
involves young people, Americans as well as Danes, belonging to
the same organization. Worth noting though is that the 4H in the
mother country America is quite different from the Danish 4H. The
stays are from six weeks to five and a half months. According to the
Danish organization, the primary purpose is to give the youth a:
"confronting personal experience." Already in the three day
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introduction program, the Danish 4H-instructors take this seriously
and serve marinated herring and beer and then go on to tell about
everything from ticks to the tax system. Or as an employee in the
Danish Farming Organization - 4H Danmark - puts it: "We learn the
young Americans to eat liver paste and drink beer!" This is actually
an argument that is easily understood and therefore works well to
speed up the sluggish Danish immigration authorities when the
issuing of a visa to a young American is going just too slow. 2
Thirdly, one of the major organizations is the IAEAIntemational Agricultural Exchange Association. Since 1963 it has
arranged stays in 12 different countries for more than 25.000 young
people between 18 and 30 years of age. For information, see its
website (http://www.agriventure.com/programmes.asp). The term
AgriVenture is quite informative as far as the attitude behind its
work goes. As stated on their homepage: "You will stay with
AgriVenture host families who are carefully selected and approved.
With a farm or horticultural enterprise, they'll offer a friendly, family
welcome, providing accommodation, help with training, a standard
allowance-and time off for a holiday." How about that! You even
get a holiday. And it could be needed because the programs are very
and strictly trade oriented: AgriVenture schemes are based on a
variety of flexible, proven programs, designed to suit everyone's
experience and ambition!
Agriculture-on a livestock and/or cropping enterprise.
Horticulture-in an orchard, market garden or greenhouse.
Home Managemen-working in and around the home.
Agri-mix-combining work on the farm and in the home.
Horti-mix-splitting your time between home and horticulture.
A fourth organization is the Land0konomisk Rejse Bureau Agricultural Economical Travel Agency. Established in 1912, it is a
nonprofit exchange organization run by the major Danish
agricultural institutions. The main purpose is to arrange stays for
young Danish agricultural students in foreign countries. Foreign
students also come to Denmark, but in the case of North America it
is not nearly 1:1-as a matter of fact almost no young American
farmers travel to Denmark, and if they do is almost always related to
a Danish family background. An employee at the agency describes
the situation with a real life example: "A young Danish farm student
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was on a stay on a farm in the Midwest. Everything was going very
well, but one day sitting at the kitchen table drinking coffee the
American farmer said to his young Danish student: 'There is one
thing I don't understand. Why do you go to work with other people
when you back home in Denmark could work at the family farm?"' 3
I don't know what the young man's reply was, but the simple
answer to the question is deeply rooted in the fact that in Denmark
there is a 150 year old tradition to seek inspiration and new ways of
doing things away from home before you take over the family farm.
Another main reason is related to the Marshall Plan days and the
unspoken American attitude: "The Europeans can learn from us, but
we can't learn anything from them". This was true then, but is by no
means valid today-as a matter of fact it is in many ways completely
the other way around in several areas of the agricultural trade. In the
year 2000 the travel agency sent 60 Danes abroad and placed 130
foreign students in Denmark. As in many other areas, fashion also
changes as far as popular destinations goes, and right now it is
Australia that is in-30 to 40 Danish agricultural students go there
every year whereas only 10 to 15 choose to learn more about farming
in the U.S.
All in all agriculture is the trade in Denmark where most students
-about 25% of all agricultural students--:spend some of their
education in a foreign country.

The Large and Traditional Institutions Organizing Student
Exchange
The American Embassy in Denmark does not know for sure but
estimates-based on the issuing of visas-the number of Danish
high school students traveling to the U.S. to be about 1,000 annually.
The actual number might be as low as about 400 though according to
the Danish AFS-office. American students visiting Denmark are
fewer-last year in 2001 it was all together 652 persons. According
to official statistics supplied by the Danish government-The Danish
Immigration Service4 -no more than 739 (the y~ar 2000) and no less
than 421 (the year 2002) American students-and not just
teenagers-have over the last 10 years annually been awarded a
student visa in Denmark. Obviously these figures are not directly
comparable and only give a general picture. No easy accessible
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statistics are available form the period 1950s to 1993. Three private
organizations arrange the major part of the student exchanges
between Denmark and the U.S.-they are Rotary, Danish AFS and
YFU - but there are also several smaller organizations.
Rotary5• This organization, founded in 1905 in Chicago, annually
exchanges about 150 to 200 students between foreign countries and
Denmark. This makes Rotary one of the largest communicators of
exchange students between the two countries. Rotary' s goals are:
"to forward international understanding by giving young people a
chance to stay in a foreign country for a longer period of time as
ambassadors for goodwill and international understanding"; "to
arrange a one year stay in a foreign country in order to make it
possible for them to learn how life is lived in another part of the
world different from their own"; "to make young people more
mature and broaden their horizon by living together with people
from another culture."
Every year between 150 and 200 youth from Denmark are
exchanged with an equal number from other countries. In this
ongoing school year 49 are to/from the U.S. and 108 to/from other
countries. The exchange idea as far as Rotary is concerned originated
in 1929, but it did not become large scale until the 1960s. The
popularity of the different countries fluctuates over time. Interest in
the U.S. is-and has for many years-been quite stable with a small
downward tendency. Countries like Australia, New Zealand and
Middle-and South American countries are on the contrary getting
more and more popular. Interestingly enough the September 11 th
incident did not have any effect on the young Danes seeking the U.S.
to be their exchange country. As a matter of fact, ten percent more
Danish students went to the U.S, for the school year 2002-3 than the
year before.
Danish AFS-AFS Intercultural Programs.6 American Field
Service was started as early as in 1914 by voluntary American
ambulance drivers taking the wounded soldiers away from the
battlefronts in WW I. As neutral persons coming from the U.S., these
men experienced close up how lack of tolerance and cultural
understanding could lead to a bloody and meaningless war. This
recognition marks the starting point for the first ever exchange
organization in the world. And since then AFS has, just like YFU by
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the way, arranged 250,000 exchanges of young people all over the
world. Today the organization counts 50,000 volunteers in more
than 50 countries. The Danish branch-founded in 1957-has 2,000
volunteers and 40 local offices in Denmark, the Faeroe Islands and
Greenland.
The first Danish student exchange to be arranged by AFS-the
American branch-was in 1954; it is unclear if one or two students
participated. Three years later the Danish AFS was founded by the
first students who went to high school in the U.S. in 1955-56. From
then on and until the 1980' s it was mostly a bilateral exchange
between the U.S. and Denmark, but over the last 20 years the
participating number of countries has grown to 29. "From a two
string deal to a spider web" as a spokesperson from the AFS puts it.
In the year 2000, 80 Danish students were sent to the U.S. while only
9 Americans went to Denmark; a low point in the student exchanges
between the two countries was reached in 1990-92 caused by a
political pressure-widely adopted by the parents-to make young
Danish people finish their education as fast as possible. Seen from
this perspective a year spend on an American high school was a
wasted year. This attitude is changing now. The Danish government
has recently suggested the federal funding-25,000 Danish kroner or
about 3,350 American dollars-now given to students who attend
the Danish efterskoler, a type of private boarding school, can be given
also to students who choose to go to a foreign school for a year. This
is the case in Norway where this change in the rules concerning
funding several years ago has resulted in a sixty percent increase in
the number of Norwegian students attending an American high
school for a year.
Youth for Understanding (YFU) was started in 1951 by an
American, John Eberly, who got the idea to offer teenagers from the
war tom Germany a year of high school studies in the U.S. Fifty-one
young German teenagers (ages 15-18 and therefore too young to
have been members of the Hitlerjugend) were chosen by officers in
the American army, and the project was funded by the American
government. Mr. Eberly had traveled in Europe right after WW II
and had seen the miserable conditions under which the youth in
Germany were living. A stay in the U.S. attending American school
and living with American families should, in Eberly' s words, "help
91

the young people to break the evil circle of bitterness, hopelessness
and despair." In 1955 the first American teenagers were sent to
Europe on a ten-week summer trip where they stayed with families
from which the first German youth came. Out of this grew YFU, and
today it is one of the largest and oldest student exchange
organizations in the world.
Individual arrangements and au pair girls
With the exception of a few states, there is a legal requirement
from the U.S. that student exchange at the high school level be
arranged by certified organizations like AFS, Rotary, and YFU. This
has been in effect since the 1980s. For college students there are no
legal restrictions of this kind. This means that very few young
people can go on a longer stay in the U.S. even if they have good
contacts-for example family with roots reaching back to the mass
immigration before WW I. Immigration authorities in the U.S. as
well as in Denmark are tough and difficult to work with so this puts
a natural brake on the individual initiative.
This is also the case as far as the au pair girls are concerned. This
used to be a popular way of gaining valuable life experience and
learning a foreign language for young teenage girls. Today the au
pair work is a slowly but surely disappearing trade for two major
reasons. Firstly, today, when compared to years ago, there exist
more opportunities for those seeking adventure in between high
school and what ever additional education they may want to start.
Secondly, as already mentioned, the immigration authorities, and
this does not least apply to the U.S., are tough to deal with. Quite a
few Danes make arrangements on their own to go to the U.S. for a
year of au pair work, but many of them never obtain permission
from the American immigration authorities. This has almost
knocked out the au pair business, at least for a while.
Student exchange then and now
Today traveling to the U.S., or Australia, or South Africa or where
ever is no problem. Air fares are fairly cheap-a ticket from Odense
to Omaha costs less today than it did 30 years ago. Mentally it is the
same general picture-music, movies, Danish TV with more than
one channel (TV2, the second national TV-channel in Denmark, is
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only a little more than ten years old)-and with most extra channels
offering American TV shows ranging from very good to very bad,
the distance from Denmark to the U.S. has become shorter. And
though not as short, the same is somewhat the case with American
youth going to Denmark. They might not know a whole lot about
this small country-where polar bears are walking around in the
streets! But when they arrive not very many hours will pass before
they buy the first McDonald's burger for Danish kroner. The cultural
gap has narrowed, and when you hear about the experiences of
Danish exchange students in the U.S. it is something like the
different but not all that different food, the more active attitude in
religious matters, the strong focus on sports and the weather-no
one can stay in Nebraska for 24 hours without hearing somebody
mentioning the blizzard of 1949-somewhat more conservative
relations between boys and girls, all the cars, and the shopping
opportunities. On the larger scale you hear about observations like
this expressed by an YFU-student: "In Denmark we are used to
relate to foreign countries, and therefore we seem to be better at
understanding and are more interested in specific incidents in other
countries." Another student stresses the American patriotism, and
his learning about it in high school where every morning they said
"the Pledge of Allegiance" -an experience that made him
understand the way America reacted to the September 11 th attack.
Another girl found herself in a very religious community and
experienced what she describes as culture shock, especially the
difference between the facade and the reality with big problems like
girls getting pregnant already in high school. The result of this
culture shock was: "Confidence because a whole family came to love
me even though they didn't have to. Responsibility for your own
life-I don't just wait for the things to come to me. Maturity-I can
seek contact and speak with everybody." A girl who was exchange
student in California had a hard time understanding how little the
young people were trusted: "If you visited a boy the door should be
wide open, and sexual education of 16-19 years olds was forbidden!"
Kirsten M. Anttila, one of the first 31 member Danish AFS
exchange student group to the U.S. in 1955, put the experiences of
exchange students into a historical perspective. 7 In the early 1950s
information about the U.S. was scarce and limited to newspaper
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articles and letters from, or return visits by, emigrated relatives or
others. It was unusually adventurous to go to the U.S. Anttila had
heard about her grandfather's three brothers, Johannes Gohn)
Andersen, Holger Andersen, and Eberhardt (Steve) Andersen who
emigrated to the U.S. at the beginning of the 20 th century. The first
two settled as farmers in Iowa, whereas Steve Andersen found a
home and family in Omaha, also as a farmer. In the late 1940s John
and Holger Andersen visited Denmark. They brought all sorts of
gifts such as ballpoint pens and chewing gum but also dress fabrics,
at that time luxury items, and symbols of "The big wonderful
America" for the kids, as she puts it.
In 1954 AFS advertised in the Danish teacher's journal for
students interested in becoming exchange students to the U.S.
Kirsten M. Anttila, after several procedures in both Denmark and
the U.S. was one of the lucky 31 young Danes to receive an AFS
scholarship. The Danish group boarded a Greek liner in the harbour
of the bombed Bremerhaven in Germany, where 650 other young
European students joined them for a 10 day voyage crossing the
Atlantic to New York. The transoceanic voyage was in itself a
fantastic experience: the international atmosphere with all the many
nationalities present; the many activities; and the using of foreign
languages for real communication and not just for exams and
reading books!!! The fact that the trip took so long also gave
everybody a completely different sense of distance between the
continents. One had time to reflect on the fact that you were leaving
your country behind you and you were looking forward to new
adventures, new challenges, linguistically as well as culturally. "You
had your soul with you" as opposed to the experience at the many
later plane trips, where Kirsten M. Anttila always has had a feeling
of having left her "soul" at home.
In New York the European students were met by Stephen Galatti,
general secretary of the AFS. Mr. Galatti visited the foreign students
several times during their one-year stay in the U.S. and saw them
off, when they left the American continent in Ottawa, Canada, for
their homeward transatlantic voyage. There is no doubt that Stephen
Galatti-and others like him in similar organizations-have had a
large and decisive impact on creating the foundation for the student
exchange which has lasted for half a century now.
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Kirsten M. Anttila characterizes Stephen Galatti in this way, "He
was extremely dedicated to the important task of building bridges
between young people of the U.S. and Europe. Of course with the
hope and vision to avoid yet another World War like the two he had
already experienced first hand as an ambulance driver."
Together with a handful of other exchange students staying in the
Syracuse, N.Y. area, Anttila gave numerous speeches to American
organizations, schools, and clubs telling about their home countries
and promoting the AFS concepts of sharing ideas and building
bridges between people, thereby attracting even more exchange
students.
Kirsten M. Anttila can trace her international engagement both in
her professional as well as in her private life back to her stay in the
U.S. She was member of the group that founded the Danish AFS
now "AFS Interkultur" in 1957. She has worked as a teacher at a
Girls' secondary school in Tanzania under a Danish program
equivalent to the American Peace Corps. Many of her former
students at the Danish schools where she has taught have taken part
in various exchange programs. So have her own two daughters by
the way, one of them through the AFS program. She still has contact
with her American host family and with old European and
American former AFS friends from her time in Syracuse. Former
Danish AFS students meet once a year in a group called AFS Munin.
Besides keeping each other updated, the aim of the group is to
support the continuous exchange of students within the AFS
program.
Since the mid-1980s Anttilla has coordinated international
collaboration between students and teachers in Danish schools with
peers in other countries, on other continents using the internet in the
first hand as the means of communication. Today she works as a
senior consultant at CVU Copenhagen & North Zealand-equivalent
to a University College. Here she works at CICED, a center that
promotes internationalisation and international collaboration within
the Danish educational system.
When asked about how she experienced the difference between
the situation then and now when two cultures meet, she describes it
with one word, "humility." She continues, "Materialistically we
came with very little-we put our clothes back to front to make the
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wardrobe look twice as big as it was. The American girls we met of
course did not do that. We met many obligations but also other
norms and traditions in school and family life. We were very
conscious about living in another culture, that it was important to
observe and to respect the different ways. Some young people today
-television and internet may eliminate the sense of distance and
differences-expect to be able to travel to a foreign country without
having to change their ways." On the personal level the year in the
U.S. matured the young student.
Anttila stresses the importance of the network that has been
created within the AFS and other similar frameworks. No matter
where you are placed in society, many of the former exchange
students believe their stay has had a considerable positive impact on
their outlook on life.

Conclusion
1) The exchange of young people between the US and Denmark is
today almost 100% organized by organizations-private as well as
more or less governmentally supported.
2) The exchange programs were started by American organizations
after WW II, and although the term "exchange" as the years passed
became more correct, traffic is still more heavily going west than
east. A qualified guess is three to four Danes to one American. The
main reasons for this are probably two: 1) Tradition-young Danes,
and Europeans in general for that matter, feel they can learn more
(not least the English language) from the Americans than Americans
feel they can learn from the Europeans, and 2) Need-Danes, and to
some extent other European youth, come from small countries and
are therefore forced to seek inspiration and contacts outside their
own national borders whereas Americans do not naturally feel the
same need.
There is a clear movement over time. It is incorrect to say that the
ideas behind student exchange were born in the Marshall-Plan years,
but there is little doubt that they grew when they were put in place
in a mental landscape of destruction and despair, but also optimism
and belief in the future. It is difficult to prove, but it seems most
likely that it is the common past originated in the mass immigration
that binds the U.S. and Europe together, and this may be the major
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reason for the popularity and growth of the exchange student idea. It
is equally difficult to put into diagrams and pie charts, but not
surprisingly there seems to be-at least in the first couple of
decades-a clear tendency towards it being young people from the
upper middle-class who became exchange students. This again
helped them even more in their future careers and as decision
makers. In this way the experiences from the foreign stays has had
an even bigger impact than one would expect from the relatively few
persons involved. In this respect it is little wonder that not only in
the beginning governments saw an interest in the exchange of young
people at several levels across borders, but also today, due to the
difficult to measure but nonetheless equally evident benefits from
this, invest money in youth exchange in different ways.
It appears the major conclusion concerning the impact of the
student exchange taking place between the U.S. and Denmark since
WW II must be that the general effect is difficult, if not impossible, to
measure statistically. Like the mass immigration the stories are
individual stories. And how can you measure the effect of how the
exchange experiences of one individual, an American or a Dane, are
used, implemented and communicated during the rest of this
person's life? There is little doubt, however, that many exchange
students spend the remainder of their lives working on ideas they
first learned as teenage ambassadors.
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